Level of vigilance influences licking frequency in rats.
In rats, the basic licking rhythm is generated by the central pattern generator located in the brainstem. Nevertheless, the licking frequency can be regulated between about 7.5 and 4 Hz by changing the drinking conditions. If these conditions are kept constant, the licking frequency can be influenced only to a minor degree by factors such as deprivation level, type of solution, and phase of the session. The aim of our study was to compare the licking frequency of rats at different levels of vigilance. We investigated spontaneous licking of rats by an electrical lick sensor; parallel behavior monitoring was also performed. Animals kept in a stable environment and showing a lower level of vigilance licked at a rate of 5.96 Hz, fully vigilant rats licked significantly more rapidly at a frequency 6.57 Hz. The fastest rate of licking (6.49 Hz and 6.82 Hz, respectively) was encountered in alert rats under a mild stress caused by the presence of a second animal in the experimental box. The vigilance level is thus another factor affecting the licking rate of rats that should be taken into account in behavioral licking experiments.